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1
SEMICONDUCTOR DEVICE WITH
SELECTIVELY ETCHED SURFACE

PASSIVATION

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a divisional application of U.S. appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/533,610, entitled “Semiconductor Device
with Selectively Etched Surface Passivation” and filed Jun.
26, 2012, the entire disclosure of which is hereby incorpo-
rated by reference.

FIELD OF INVENTION

The present embodiments relate to semiconductor devices.

BACKGROUND

Gallium nitride (GaN) high electron mobility transistor
(HEMT) devices have high breakdown voltages and high
cutoff frequencies. Such devices are accordingly useful in
high power and high efficiency amplifiers and other devices
for high frequency communications and other high frequency
applications. HEMT devices are also known as heterojunc-
tion field effect transistor (HFET) devices in reference to the
derivation of a transistor from a heterostructure.

AlGaN/GaN heterostructures are capable of high speed
switching and present high breakdown voltages because of
the high breakdown field strength of GaN and the high elec-
tron sheet density of the AlGaN/GaN heterojunction. The
high breakdown field strength and high electron sheet density
arise from the wide 3.4 eV bandgap of GaN. This bandgap is
much wider than the bandgap of other semiconductor mate-
rials, such as Si (1 eV bandgap) and GaAs (1.6 eV bandgap).
Such GaN heterostructures are accordingly often used in
devices calling for highly efficient operation.

GaN HEMT devices have suffered from leakage current
and trap-related phenomena, such as current collapse and
quiescent current drift. GaN HEMT devices may degrade
upon the formation of defects in an AlGaN barrier layer of the
device. The defects provide a leakage path for electrons and
effectively lower the Schottky barrier height of the gate. Cur-
rent collapse is a frequency dispersion phenomenon, and may
result from surface and buffer traps.

Field plates have been used to reduce the electric field at the
gate edge. The reduction in the electric field in that region
may address issues of device degradation and current col-
lapse. GaN caps have also been used to reduce the electric
field at the gate edge and improve surface morphology. Sili-
con nitride films have also been used to decrease the influence
of surface traps in the interest of addressing current slump.
Despite these efforts, gate leakage remains a problem for
AlGaN/GaN HFET devices with Schottky gates.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The components and the figures are not necessarily to
scale, emphasis instead being placed upon illustrating the
principles of the invention. Moreover, in the figures, like
reference numerals designate corresponding parts throughout
the different views.

FIG. 1 is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a semicon-
ductor device having selectively etched surface passivation
layers in accordance with one embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a semicon-
ductor device having selectively etched surface passivation
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2

layers, including a patterned surface passivation layer, in
accordance with one embodiment.

FIGS. 3-5 are schematic, cross-sectional views of semi-
conductor devices with a surface passivation layer patterned
in accordance with various embodiments.

FIGS. 6-8 are flow diagrams and corresponding schematic,
cross-sectional views illustrating an exemplary method of
fabricating a semiconductor device involving selective etch-
ing of surface passivation layers in accordance with one
embodiment.

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram and corresponding schematic,
cross-sectional view illustrating an exemplary method of fab-
ricating a semiconductor device involving selective etching
of surface passivation layers in accordance with another
embodiment.

FIG. 10 is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a semicon-
ductor device having selectively etched surface passivation
layers without wet-etching of the surface passivation layer in
contact with a semiconductor substrate in accordance with
one embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PRESENTLY
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

GaN transistor devices with selectively etched surface pas-
sivation are described. The selective etching addresses dam-
age that may otherwise occur due to reactive ion etch (RIE),
inductively coupled plasma (ICP), or other dry etch proce-
dures used in connection with gate and ohmic contact forma-
tion. Gate leakage and inconsistent ohmic contact resistance
that may otherwise arise from such damage may thus be
reduced. To avoid or address such problems, the disclosed
devices include multiple dielectric layers for surface passiva-
tion. The multiple dielectric layers may be selectively etched
in connection with the gate and/or the ohmic contacts. The
surface damage may thus be avoided while still allowing the
surface to be passivated in some portions of the device active
area by a desired dielectric material, such as silicon nitride
(Si3N,). For these and other reasons, the disclosed devices
may have consistently lower gate leakage and ohmic contact
resistances.

The selective etching of the surface passivation may
include or involve different etch processing of the dielectric
layers to define gate and ohmic contact areas. One dielectric
layer may be wet etched, and act as an etch stop for the RIE
procedure used to etch another dielectric layer. Etch damage
from such RIE procedures may thus be avoided. The absence
of'etch damage may, in turn, reduce or eliminate gate leakage
in Schottky gate HFET devices, such as AlGaN/GaN HFET
devices, in which a dielectric material is deposited on the
surface at or near the gate area to address current collapse.
The absence of etch damage may also improve the consis-
tency of the ohmic contact resistance.

The selective etching of the dielectric layers may alterna-
tively or additionally include or involve the patterning of the
dielectric layer configured for use as an RIE etch stop. The
surface passivation in the active area may thus vary as
described herein. The patterning may be used to localize the
coverage of the etch stop dielectric to selected areas, such as
the gate and/or ohmic contact areas and areas proximate
thereto to ensure complete coverage of the gate and/or ohmic
contact areas. The selective coverage of the etch stop layer
may allow one or more portions of the active area to be
passivated by Si;N,, the presence of which at the surface may
help prevent current collapse. For example, such Si;N,-based
passivation may tend to increase the doping of GaN layers
because of nitrogen vacancies at the device surface. In con-
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trast, portions of the active area in contact with or abutting the
gate and/or ohmic contact areas may be passivated by the etch
stop dielectric so that the etch stop dielectric may be used to
protect the gate and ohmic contact areas. Such non-nitride
surface passivation in areas near the gate area may be useful
to avoid a reaction between Si;N, and one or more Schottky
metals, such as nickel, which may otherwise form a conduc-
tive NiSi layer capable of causing leakage at the device sur-
face.

Although described below in connection with A1GaN/GaN
HFET devices, the selective etching of the disclosed devices
and methods is well suited for use in connection with other
devices. For example, the disclosed devices may utilize a
wide variety of semiconductor materials, including other
types of Group Ill-nitride semiconductor materials (e.g.,
InAIN and InGaN). The disclosed devices are also not limited
to Group IlI-nitride semiconductors, and may instead include
other compound semiconductor materials, such as non-ni-
tride-based compound semiconductors (e.g., GaAs) and
Group II-Group VI semiconductor materials.

The disclosed devices are also not limited to HFET device
configurations. For example, one or more aspects of the dis-
closed devices and methods may be applied in connection
with metal-semiconductor FET (MESFET) devices. The dis-
closed devices are accordingly not limited to device struc-
tures having un-doped semiconductor layers.

The disclosed devices are also not limited to device con-
figurations directed to a particular application or a high volt-
age context, and may be used in contexts other than RF and
power switching.

FIG.11s a schematic, cross-sectional view of an exemplary
epitaxial GaN transistor device 100 having selectively etched
surface passivation in accordance with one embodiment. The
transistor device 100 is configured as an HFET or HEMT
device. The transistor device 100 includes a semiconductor
substrate 102 in which a heterojunction structure is formed on
a base substrate 104. In this example, the base substrate 104
includes SiC. The base substrate 104 may include alternative
or additional materials, such as sapphire, Si, GaN, AIN, dia-
mond, poly-SiC, SiC on insulator, silicon on insulator, and
other substantially insulating materials.

The semiconductor substrate 102 includes a number of
semiconductor layers supported by the base substrate 104 and
configured in a heterostructure arrangement. Each of the
semiconductor layers may be a Group Ill-nitride semicon-
ductor epitaxial layer. In other embodiments, one or more of
the semiconductor layers is not epitaxially grown. In this
example, a buffer/channel layer 106 is grown on the base
substrate 104 and configured as a channel and buffer of the
transistor device 100. A bottom or buffer portion 105 of the
buffer/channel layer 106 may include undoped (or not inten-
tionally doped) GaN or GaN doped with a p-type dopant such
as C or Feata level ofabout 10'” to about 10'® cm™ to render
the buffer portion 105 highly resistive. In embodiments in
which the bottom portion 105 is doped, the dopants may be
intentionally incorporated during the first 0.1 to 1 um of
epitaxial growth. Undoped subsequent material may then be
grown, albeit with the possible incorporation of doping due to
“memory effects” present during growth. Alternatively, the
buffer portion 105 of the buffer/channel layer 106 may
include Al,Ga, N where the Al mole fraction, X, is between
0.03 and 0.06. The thickness of the buffer portion 105 may be
between about 0.2 and 5 about microns. The Al,Ga, N may
be doped or undoped. An upper or channel portion 107 of the
buffer/channel layer 106 may be generally an undoped lower
bandgap material relative to a barrier layer 108 (e.g. AlGaN),
such as GaN or In,Ga, N where X is between 0 and 1. The
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4

channel portion 107 may be optimized for optimal electron
transport and device speed by minimizing the amount of alloy
and impurity scattering by avoiding Al-containing alloys or
high levels of dopants. The channel portion 107 may have a
thickness of about 0.01 to about 1 microns. The AlGaN bar-
rier layer 108 is disposed on and adjacent to the buffer/chan-
nel layer 106, and a GaN cap layer 110 is disposed on and
adjacent to the barrier layer 108. The AlGaN barrier layer 108
may have a thickness of about 30 Angstroms to about 400
Angstroms, or thicknesses in the range of about 70 Angstroms
to about 250 Angstroms. The cap layer 110 defines a surface
112 of the semiconductor substrate 102, and may have a
thickness of about 10 Angstroms to about 50 Angstroms. One
or more of the buffer/channel, barrier, and/or cap layers 106,
108, 110 may be doped, un-doped, or unintentionally doped.

The stress-induced polarization resulting from epitaxial
growth of the AlGaN and GaN layers develops a two-dimen-
sional electron gas at the interface between the channel and
barrier layers 106 and 108. The two-dimensional electron gas
provides charge carriers for conduction during operation. The
GaN cap layer 110 may provide protection for the channel
and barrier layers 106 and 108 during subsequent processing
steps and may be configured to lower gate leakage.

Other semiconductor materials may be used in the channel,
barrier, and/or cap layers 106, 108, 110. In some cases, other
Group Ill-nitride semiconductor materials are used. Such
materials may include other binary, ternary, and quaternary
compounds. For example, other materials such as InGaN may
beused for the channel layer 106 that have a bandgap less than
the bandgap of the barrier layer 108, as well as a higher
electron affinity than the barrier layer 108. Also, In Al N,
where X may but need not be selected to achieve a lattice
match with the channel portion 107 of the buffer/channel
layer 106, may be used for the barrier layer 108. One or more
of'the channel, barrier, and/or cap layers 106,108, 110 may be
a composite layer.

In other embodiments, additional semiconductor layers
may be incorporated into the heterostructure arrangement.
For example, buffer, nucleation, and/or transition semicon-
ductor layers may be included in the semiconductor substrate
102. For instance, an AIN interbarrier layer may be used
between the barrier layer 108 and the buffer/channel layer
106.

One or more isolation regions 114 are formed in the semi-
conductor substrate 102 to define an active area 116 along the
surface 112 of the semiconductor substrate 102. The isolation
regions 114 may be formed via an implantation procedure
configured to damage the epitaxial and/or other semiconduc-
tor layers of the semiconductor substrate 102. The configu-
ration and/or fabrication of the isolation regions 114 may
vary. For example, the isolation regions 114 may be config-
ured as isolation trenches filled with one or more dielectric
materials. In alternative embodiments, the active area 116 of
the transistor device 100 is defined via a mesa-etched struc-
ture supported by the base substrate 104 and configured to
define the heterojunction active area. The semiconductor sub-
strate 102 may thus include such mesa-etched and other semi-
conductor structures. A number of alignment marks 118 may
be formed along the surface 112 outside of the active area
116.

The transistor device 100 includes a gate 120 supported by
the semiconductor substrate 102 to control current flow
through the buffer/channel layer 106 in the active area 116. In
this example, the gate 120 is configured as a Schottky gate and
is disposed on the cap layer 110. A variety of materials may be
used to form the Schottky contact of the gate 120, such as one
or more of Ni, Pt, NiSi, Cu, Pd, Cr, W, etc. The gate 120 may
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be T-shaped, with a vertically oriented stem as shown. In
other embodiments, the gate may be recessed stopping in the
AlGaN barrier layer or on an AIN interbarrier layer between
the AlGaN barrier layer 108 and the buffer/channel layer 106.

The gate 120 is disposed between a pair of ohmic contacts
122 supported by the semiconductor substrate 102 in the
active area 116. The ohmic contacts 122 are spaced from one
another to define terminals (e.g., source and drain terminals)
of the transistor device 100 between which current flows
when the channel is formed by a suitable gate control voltage
applied to the gate 120. In this example, the ohmic contacts
122 are disposed on the surface 112 of the semiconductor
substrate 102 and are thus deposited on the cap layer 110. In
other embodiments, the ohmic contacts 122 are formed in
recesses in the semiconductor substrate 102, in which case the
ohmic contacts may be deposited on, for instance, the barrier
layer 108.

The transistor device 100 includes multiple dielectric lay-
ers supported by the semiconductor substrate 102 and con-
figured for surface passivation. A first dielectric layer 124
extends across the active area 116 between the ohmic contacts
122. The dielectric layer 124 may extend beyond the active
area 116 as shown. The dielectric layer 124 includes an open-
ing 126 in which the gate 120 is disposed to establish the
Schottky junction at the surface 112 of the semiconductor
substrate 102. The dielectric layer 124 includes further open-
ings 128 in which the ohmic contacts 122 are disposed.

In this example, the dielectric layer 124 includes low pres-
sure chemical vapor deposition (LPCVD) Si;N,. Alternative
or additional dielectric materials may be used in the dielectric
layer 124. In some cases, a layer of Si;N, may be deposited
via a non-LPCVD procedure. Alternatively, Si;N, may be
deposited using plasma-enhanced chemical vapor deposition
(PECVD), sputtering, or atomic layer deposition may be used
to form the dielectric layer 124. Other materials such as
silicon dioxide (Si10,), silicon oxide (SiO), silicon oxy-ni-
tride (SiON) may be used to form the dielectric layer 124
using a variety of techniques, such as LPCVD, PECVD,
sputtering, or atomic layer deposition. The dielectric layer
124 may be formed in a multi-layer stack using a variety of
materials and techniques, including, for instance, one or more
of those referenced above.

A second dielectric layer 130 is disposed between the
dielectric layer 124 and the surface 112 of the semiconductor
substrate 102. The first dielectric layer 124 is spaced from the
surface 112 by the second dielectric layer 130. The first
dielectric layer 124 may be considered an upper or primary
passivation layer, and the second dielectric layer 130 may be
considered a lower or intermediary passivation layer. In this
embodiment, the second dielectric layer 130 extends across
the active area 116 to passivate the entire surface 112 in the
active area 116, including those portions of the surface 112
over the channel layer 106. The second dielectric layer 130
extends along or covers the surface 112 with the exception of
an opening 132 for the gate 120 and openings 134 for the
ohmic contacts 122. The gate 120 is disposed in the openings
126 and 132 to establish a Schottky junction at the surface 112
ofthe semiconductor substrate 102, while each ohmic contact
122 is disposed in a respective pair of the openings 128 and
134.

The second dielectric layer 130 may be configured as an
etch stop layer that also acts as a surface passivation layer. In
some embodiments, the second dielectric layer 130 includes
a wet etchable material having an etch selectivity to a dry
etchant of the first dielectric layer 124. For example, the
second dielectric layer 130 may include one or more materi-
als with etch selectivity to fluorine- or fluoride-based and/or
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other RIE processes used to dry etch Si;N,. Suitable dry
etchants include Tetrafluoromethane (CF,), hexafluoroet-
hane (C,F), and Sulfur hexafluoride (SFy). Depending on the
etch conditions, oxygen and/or argon may be combined with
the dry etchants to prevent polymer formation during the dry
etch procedure. The second dielectric layer 130 may thus
block the dry etchant from reaching the surface 112 of the
semiconductor substrate 102 during formation of the open-
ings 126 and 128. In one example, the second dielectric layer
130 may include aluminum oxide (Al,O;) deposited via an
atomic layer deposition (ALD), CVD, or other procedures,
some of which may involve temperatures of, e.g., about 200 to
about 400° C. The Al,O; layer may have a thickness that falls
in range from about 3 nm to about 40 nm. In other embodi-
ments, the second dielectric layer 130 may be deposited in-
situ after (e.g., immediately after) the semiconductor sub-
strate 102 is complete, but before the semiconductor substrate
102 is exposed to ambient conditions (e.g., outside the depo-
sition chamber). Such deposition may be done using CVD,
MBE, or MOCVD. For example, the dielectric layer 130 may
include a single amorphous AIN, HfO,, or Al,O, layer. The
dielectric layer may also include a multi-layer stack in which
the Al,O; or AIN layer has a SiN or SiO, layer deposited as a
top layer for surface protection during processing. In these
embodiments, the deposition temperature may be about 200°
C. to about 800° C., however, deposition temperatures for the
dielectric layer disposed on or in contact with the semicon-
ductor substrate 102 may be less than 600° C. In one example,
if the first dielectric layer 124 is selectively etched via a dry
etch procedure, e.g., using fluorine- or fluoride-based plasma
etchants, the Al,O; inthe second dielectric layer 130 stops the
etchant at better than 50:1 etch selectivity to Si;N,.

The second dielectric layer 130 may then be etched to form
the openings 132 and 134 using a wet etch procedure config-
ured to avoid damage to the surface 112 of the semiconductor
substrate 102. A number of different wet etch processes may
be used. In one example, a buffered oxide etch (BOE) proce-
dure is implemented to define the openings 132 and 134. In
Al O, embodiments, the second dielectric layer 130 may
alternatively be removed using a wet etch procedure involv-
ing diluted HF.

Additional or alternative dielectric materials may be incor-
porated into, or used as, the second dielectric layer 130. The
additional or alternative materials may also have an etch
selectivity to block an etchant of the first dielectric layer 124.
One such additional or alternative dielectric material is
Hafnium oxide (HfO,). The second dielectric layer 130 may
include a mixture of Al,O; and HfO,, discrete layers of A1, O
and HfO,, or other combination arrangements. The second
dielectric layer 130 is not limited to etch resistant materials.
For example, the etch stop dielectric layer may include a
dielectric stack including a lower or bottom layer of Si0, and
anupper or top layer of Al,O; and/or HfO,. The bottom layer
may be configured for compatibility with the semiconductor
material (e.g., GaN) at the surface 112. The top layer may
include SiN to protect the wafer during subsequent process-
ing steps. The resistance to etchants of the material(s) in the
second dielectric layer 130 may thus vary.

The second dielectric layer 130 may be configured to pro-
vide surface passivation in the active area 116. For example,
use of Al,O, in the second dielectric layer 130 provides the
passivation function due to the high thermal and chemical
stabilities of Al,O5;.

In alternative embodiments, one or more additional dielec-
tric layers may be disposed along the surface 112 in the active
area 116. Such layer(s) may be disposed between the first and
second dielectric layers 124, 130, below the first and second
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dielectric layers 124, 130 adjacent the surface 116, or above
the first and second dielectric layers 124, 130 in contact with
and above the first dielectric layer 124.

The selective etching of the first and second dielectric
layers 124, 130 allows both the gate 120 and the ohmic
contacts 122 to be formed in a manner that avoids damage to
the surface 112 of the semiconductor substrate 102. Damage
is avoided by following up the dry etching of the first dielec-
tric layer 124 with a wet etch of the second dielectric layer
130. The wet etch of the areas for both the ohmic contacts 122
and the gate 120 may thus provide low ohmic contact resis-
tance and low gate leakage, respectively. The wet etch for the
gate area 120 may be omitted in embodiments in which the
transistor device has a metal-insulator-semiconductor (MIS)
gate configuration as shown and described below in connec-
tion with the embodiment depicted in FIG. 10.

The exemplary embodiment shown in FIG. 1 includes a
number of other structures to facilitate connections to the gate
120 and the ohmic contacts 122. For instance, the transistor
device 100 may include a patterned metal layer 136 for con-
nections to the ohmic contacts 122. In this example, the metal
layer 136 is also used to define the gate 120. A second metal
layer 138 may then be defined as shown. One or more inter-
layer dielectric (ILD) layers 140 may be deposited to isolate
the metal layers 136, 138 and/or for device passivation. In this
example, the transistor device 100 also includes a field plate
142 deposited between the ILD layers 140 to shield the gate
120 from high voltages applied to one of the ohmic contacts
122 acting as, for instance, a drain terminal of the transistor
device 100.

The embodiments depicted in FIGS. 2-5 show how the etch
stop layer, e.g., the second dielectric layer 130, may be pat-
terned in further selective etching of the surface passivation
layers. With such patterning, the area(s) in which surface
passivation is achieved via the etch stop layer may be local-
ized. For example, the etch stop layer may be limited to areas
or portions of the active area in the vicinity of the openings for
the gate and/or ohmic contacts. Other portions of the active
area may thus be covered and passivated by the other dielec-
tric layer (e.g., a Si;N, layer). Such patterning may retain one
or more of the advantages of the wet-etched dielectric layer
(e.g., AL,O;) while allowing for the benefits of other surface
passivation layers in areas spaced from gate and/or ohmic
contact areas. For example, allowing Si;N, to passivate the
surface of the semiconductor substrate may be useful in
embodiments having a Group Ill-nitride semiconductor
material such as GaN defining the surface. The presence of
LPCVD 8i;N, at the surface tends to dope the surface n-type
from, e.g., nitrogen vacancies due to the sublimation of GaN,
which may occur at temperatures around 675° C. Such extra
n-type doping reduces the onset of current collapse in the
device. Further details regarding the use of surface passiva-
tion of GaN-based transistor devices is set forth in U.S. Patent
Publication No. 2007/0241419 (“Transistor and Method with
Dual Layer Passivation™). Limiting the lateral extension of
the etch stop dielectric beyond the gate area and/or ohmic
contact areas may also be useful to the extent that, for
instance, a possibility of charge buildup in Al,O; exists. In
some cases, the etch stop layer is only present between the
gate and drain, as shown and described below in connection
with the embodiment of FIG. 4. With no Al,Oj; in the source
region at all, the configuration may be useful for minimizing
source resistance. Using LPCVD Si;N, only in the source
region may minimize contact resistance because LPCVD
Si;N, passivated material has lower sheet resistance than
Al O, passivated material.
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FIG. 2 depicts another exemplary epitaxial GaN transistor
device 200 having selectively etched dielectric layers for
surface passivation. The transistor device 200 may include a
semiconductor substrate 202 having epitaxial Group III-ni-
tride semiconductor layers to define a channel, barrier layer,
and cap layer, as described above. A number of other compo-
nents of the transistor device 200 may be configured in a
manner similar to the transistor device 100 of FIG. 1. For
example, the epitaxial semiconductor layers may be grown on
a similar base substrate to define a surface 204 of the semi-
conductor substrate 202, and isolated to define an active area
206 of the transistor device 200. The surface 204 is passivated
by a dielectric layer 208 (e.g., Si;N,,) and a patterned etch stop
layer 210 (e.g., Al,O,). As described above, the dielectric
layer 208 may be dry etched (e.g., using Fluorine-based
chemistry) and the etch stop layer 210 may be wet etched to
define openings for a gate 212 and ohmic contacts 214.

The patterning of the etch stop layer 210 determines which
of the two dielectric layers and, thus, which dielectric mate-
rial is used to passivate the surface 204 in a particular area. In
this example, the etch stop layer 210 is disposed between the
dielectric layer 208 and the surface 204 in areas 216, 218, and
220. Each area 216, 218, 220 corresponds with a portion of
the active area 206 disposed over a channel of the transistor
device 200. The areas 216, 220 may be adjacent to or abut a
respective one of the ohmic contacts 214 (or the openings in
which the contacts are disposed), while the area 218 may be
adjacent to or abut the gate 212 (or the opening in which the
gate 212 is disposed). The patterning of the etch stop layer
210 may thus limit the use of the etch stop to such areas in and
around the gate 212 and the ohmic contacts 214. The remain-
ing portion or portions of the surface 204 may be passivated
by the dielectric layer 208. In this example, the dielectric
layer 208 is disposed on the surface 204 in areas 222 and 224,
which correspond with portions of the active area 206 over the
channel between the gate 212 and the ohmic contacts 214.
The areas 222 and 224 are accordingly spaced from the gate
by the area 218, and from the ohmic contacts 214 by the area
216 or the area 220. The etch selectivity of the etch stop layer
210 protects the surface 204 in the openings for the gate 212
and the ohmic contacts from damage that would otherwise
arise from the etchant of the dielectric layer 208.

The areas in which the etch stop layers of the disclosed
devices are removed for Si;N, or other surface passivation
may vary. For example, the extent to which the etch stop layer
extends beyond the area of the opening of the gate or ohmic
contact may be customized, and may differ based on the
device terminal. As shown in the examples described below,
the etch stop layer may extend across the area between one of
the ohmic contacts and the gate, while an area between the
other ohmic contact and the gate is passivated by the other
dielectric layer.

FIG. 3 depicts another exemplary transistor device 300 in
which a dielectric layer 302 passivates a surface 304 of a
semiconductor substrate 306 in a selected portion of an active
area 308. The portion in this example is an area 310 between
agate 312 and one of a pair of ohmic contacts 314. To thatend,
an etch stop layer 316 is patterned to allow the surface 304 to
be passivated by the dielectric layer 302 in the area 310. The
etch stop layer 316 may include Al,O; and the dielectric layer
302 may include Si;N, as described above. The etch stop
layer 316 may passivate the surface 304 in areas 318 and 320
in contact with or abutting the openings for the gate 312 and
one of the ohmic contacts 314, respectively. The area 310 is
spaced from the gate 312 and the ohmic contact 314 by the
areas 318, 320, respectively. Unlike the embodiment of FIG.
2, however, the dielectric layer 302 is not disposed on or
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adjacent the surface 304 between the gate 312 and the other
ohmic contact 314. In that area, the etch stop layer 316 pas-
sivates the surface 304.

FIGS. 4 and 5 depict further examples of etch stop layer
patterning for selective surface passivation in transistor
devices 400 and 500, respectively. The examples show that
the patterning of the etch stop layer is not limited to configu-
rations in which the Si;N,, layer passivates the surface of the
semiconductor substrate only in an area (or areas) spaced
from and between the pair of ohmic contacts. The patterning
may instead remove the etch stop dielectric from areas (or
portions of the active area) abutting one or both of the areas in
which the openings for the ohmic contacts are formed.

In FIG. 4, an etch stop layer 402 is patterned such that the
etch stop layer 402 does not abut an ohmic contact 404, which
may be configured as a source terminal of the transistor
device 400. The etch stop layer 402 may be removed entirely
from the area in and around the ohmic contact 404. Alterna-
tively, the etch stop layer 402 may be patterned such that the
only remaining portion corresponds with the area to be
defined as the opening for the ohmic contact 404. The etch
stop layer 402 may thus protect the surface in the ohmic
contact area during dry etch removal of a dielectric layer 406,
such as Si;N,, as described above. In either case, the etch stop
layer 402 does not extend beyond the ohmic contact 404 after
formation of the ohmic contact 404. Instead, the dielectric
layer 406 is thus disposed on the surface in an arca 408
abutting the ohmic contact 404. In contrast, the surface is
covered by the etch stop layer 402 in an area 410 between a
gate 412 and another ohmic contact 414 (e.g., a drain terminal
of the transistor device 400). Thus, the etch stop layer 402
abuts the ohmic contact 414. The lateral extent of the etch stop
layer 402 in the area 408 may vary. For example, the etch stop
layer 402 may either terminate under an overhang 409 or
extend past the overhang 409.

In FIG. 5, the patterning of an etch stop layer 502 allows a
dielectric layer 504 to be disposed on the surface over a wider
area 506. The area 506 abuts an ohmic contact 508 as in the
example of F1G. 4. The ohmic contact 508 may be configured
as a drain terminal of the transistor device 500 in this case.
Analogous to the description of the transistor device 400 in
FIG. 4, the etch stop layer 502 may be patterned to terminate
under or beyond an overhang 509 in an area 512 near a gate
510. The extent to which the dielectric layer 504 passivates
the surface is thus increased in an area 512 near the gate 510
(e.g., under the overhang 509). The etch stop layer 502 may
still cover the portion of the active area in which the opening
for another ohmic contact 514 (e.g., a source contact) is
eventually formed.

In the example of FIG. 5 (and any other embodiments),
alignment marks 516 may be used to align the patterning of
the etch stop layer with an ohmic contact opening.

The structure, materials, positioning, and other character-
istics of a number of the above-referenced components may
vary from the examples shown. For example, the gates of the
above-described devices may be fabricated using a T-gate
process where the gate metal only touches or abuts the Si;N,,
(or other upper or top) dielectric layer along a stem of the gate
(or other sidewall or vertical face thereof).

FIGS. 6-8 show an exemplary method of device fabrication
involving selectively etched surface passivation in accor-
dance with one embodiment. As described above, the device
fabrication method may addresses a number of challenges for
HFET or HEMT devices, including gate leakage and/or
ohmic contact resistance. The method includes a sequence of
acts, only the salient of which are depicted for convenience in
illustration. For example, the method may include a number
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of acts directed to preparing a base substrate for the assembly
method. The ordering of the acts may vary in other embodi-
ments. For example, an isolation implant procedure may be
implemented after the annealing of the ohmic contacts.

The method may begin with an act 600 in which a number
of epitaxial semiconductor layers are grown on a base sub-
strate (e.g., SiC). The epitaxial semiconductor layers may be
grown via one or more techniques, including, for instance,
molecular beam epitaxy (MBE), metal-organic chemical
vapor deposition (MOCVD), and hydride vapor phase epit-
axy (HVPE). The growth of the epitaxial semiconductor lay-
ers includes defining a channel of the semiconductor device in
a semiconductor substrate. In this example, the channel is
defined by growing a GaN or other epitaxial Group [I-nitride
semiconductor layer on the base substrate. One or more addi-
tional epitaxial Group I1l-nitride semiconductor layers may
be grown on the GaN channel layer to define, for instance, a
barrier layer and a cap layer. With the growth of these and/or
other semiconductor layers, the surface of the semiconductor
substrate is defined for an active area of the semiconductor
device. One or more of the channel, barrier, and/or cap layers
may be deposited via non-epitaxial techniques.

Passivation of the surface begins with the deposition of an
etch stop dielectric layer on the surface across the active area
in act 602. The etch stop dielectric layer may include Al,O;.
In one example, the surface (e.g., a GaN surface) is covered
with a layer of Al,O; having a thickness of about 3 nm to
about 40 nm, or a thickness in the range of about 10 nm to
about 30 nm. The act 602 may include the deposition of
alternative etch stop materials (HfO,) and/or additional
dielectric materials (SiO,). For example, the etch stop dielec-
tric layer may include a dielectric stack including a lower or
bottom layer of SiO, or other wet-etchable dielectric film and
anupper or top layer of Al,O; and/or HfO,. The deposition of
the etch stop dielectric layer(s) may be implemented via
atomic layer deposition (ALD), PECVD, sputtering, evapo-
ration, LPCVD, electron-cyclotron resonance (ECR) deposi-
tion, inductively coupled plasma (ICP), hot-wire CVD
(HWCVD), catalytic CVD (CAT-CVD), MOCVD, MBE,
HVPE, or other suitable procedure including deposition of
these materials in-situ after (e.g., immediately after) epitaxial
layer growth as in act 600, but before exposure to ambient
conditions.

In act 604, the surface passivation continues with the depo-
sition of a passivation layer on the etch stop dielectric layer.
The passivation layer may include Si;N, deposited via a
LPCVD procedure. The passivation layer extends across the
active area over the channel. In some embodiments, the Si;N,
is deposited via a technique other than an LPCVD procedure
or may include more than one layer deposited by one or more
techniques. For example, atomic layer deposition (ALD),
PECVD, sputtering, evaporation, LPCVD, electron-cyclo-
tron resonance (ECR) deposition, inductively coupled plasma
(ICP), hot-wire CVD (HWCVD), catalytic CVD (CAT-
CVD), MOCVD, MBE, HVPE or other suitable procedure
including deposition of these materials may be used. In addi-
tion, surface passivation act 604 may take place after (e.g.,
immediately after) act 602 in the same deposition tool, but
before exposure to ambient conditions. Materials including
the epitaxial semiconductor layers, etch stop layers, and pas-
sivation layers deposited during acts 600, 602, and 604 may
be deposited in-situ in the same or separate chambers of one
tool without exposing the semiconductor substrate to ambient
conditions.

The LPCVD procedure may be configured to avoid crys-
tallization of the etch stop dielectric layer. For example, the
etch stop layer may begin to crystallize at about 800° C. for
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AL, O,. Unfortunately, the quality of LPCVD Si;N, may
begin to degrade at about that temperature, with significant
decreases in quality possible by about 700° C. The LPCVD
procedure may thus be implemented at a temperature
between about 700° C. and about 800° C. In some embodi-
ments, the LPCVD temperature is about 750° C.

The active area is defined in act 606 via patterning of a
photoresist layer and implantation of isolation regions. A
number of alignment marks may be deposited outside of the
active area before the implantation. The alignment marks may
be formed using Si, Titanium-Platinum or other combination
or material that provides suitable optical contrast or electron
diffraction for e-beam alignment and withstands high-tem-
perature anneals. The alignment marks are schematically
shown, such that the positioning of the alignment marks is not
necessarily above or otherwise aligned with the isolation
region. After the isolation implant and alignment mark depo-
sition, the photoresist may then be removed.

In act 608, ohmic contact areas may be defined by dry
etching the LPCVD Si;N,, of the passivation layer. In prepa-
ration for the dry etch or RIE procedure, a layer of photoresist
is applied and patterned as shown. Various plasma etchants
may then be used to remove the passivation layer, including,
for instance, Fluorine-based etchants, such as SF, CF,, etc.
In some cases, the etch procedure forms AIF on the surface of
the AL, O, layer, thereby stopping the SiN etch. The dry etch
procedure may be implemented at a sufficiently low power
level (e.g., corresponding with about 30 to about 100 Volts
DC bias) to avoid remote damage to the underlying layers
(e.g., by passing through the Al,O, etch stop layer).

Once the openings in the LPCVD Si;N,, of the passivation
layer are formed, the etch stop dielectric layer may be
removed in the ohmic contact areas via a wet etch procedure
in act 610. Various wet etchants may be used, including, for
instance, HF, BOE, and hot HCI. One or more etchants may
be used in connection with embodiments having a dielectric
stack beneath the LPCVD Si;N,, layer. In addition, the ohmic
contacts may be recessed using Cl-based chemistry such as
Cl,, BCl;, SiCl, or other suitable dry or wet chemistry that
etches Group I1I-V nitrides.

In act 612, the ohmic contacts are formed in the ohmic
contact areas. One or more ohmic contact metals and/or other
materials are deposited in the opening via evaporation, sput-
tering, or other procedures. For example, the procedure may
include evaporating Silicon to cover the surface of the semi-
conductor substrate in the contact area before one or more
metals may be evaporated (e.g., Titanium and Aluminum),
thereby forming a silicide at the interface. Once the metal
layers are deposited, a lift-off is implemented to remove the
photoresist and metals from outside of the ohmic contact
areas. Formation of the ohmic contacts may then include the
implementation of an anneal procedure. In one embodiment,
the ohmic metal layers are annealed at less than 825° C. In
another embodiment, the ohmic metal layers are annealed at
less than 800° C. In still other embodiments, the ohmic metal
layers are annealed at less than 750° C. The anneal time is
optimized to reduce ohmic contact resistance and may last
between about 30 and about 90 seconds, although shorter or
longer times may be used.

The configuration, materials, and other characteristics of
the ohmic contacts may be selected to allow the anneal tem-
perature to stay below the crystallization temperature of the
etch stop dielectric layer. Implementing the anneal procedure
at an anneal temperature lower than 800° C. may avoid such
crystallization and thus the creation of leakage paths. In some
cases, the quality of the etch stop dielectric material may
begin to degrade at about 800° C. The anneal temperature
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may thus be set between about 700° C. and about 800° C., a
range in which low-temperature ohmic contact configura-
tions remain available. In some embodiments, the anneal
temperature is about 750° C. to match the temperature of the
LPCVD procedure described above. For instance, the forma-
tion of the ohmic contact may include creating a recess in the
semiconductor substrate before the evaporation of ohmic
contact materials. Alternative or additional materials may be
used, including the evaporation of silicon into a recess, or the
evaporation of Tantalum as a first metal layer instead of
Titanium.

FIG. 7 shows a number of acts directed to form a gate ofthe
device. A gate area is defined in act 614 by patterning a
photoresist layer and dry etching the Si;N, passivation layer.
The RIE procedure may define the stem of the gate. Any one
of the plasma etchants referenced above may be used, such
that the etch is again stopped by the Al,O; layer. In some
embodiments, the etch stop dielectric layer may then be
removed in the gate area in act 616 via a wet etch procedure
using one of the wet etchants referenced above. In other
embodiments, the etch stop dielectric layer is not removed
(see, e.g., the embodiment of FIG. 10). In such cases, a
separate cleaning procedure, e.g., using dilute HCI at room
temperature or other cleaning compound that minimally
etches the Al,0O; layer, may be used to clean the device sur-
face prior to gate metal deposition. A gate contact is then
formed in act 618 in the gate area to form either a Schottky
gate or a metal-insulator gate. One or more gate metal layers
may be deposited via evaporation, sputtering, or other tech-
niques. In one embodiment, the gate metals include Nickel
(Ni) and Gold (Au), with an optional Palladium (Pd) layer
deposited on the Ni—Au structure. The gate metal layer(s)
may also be deposited on the ohmic contact structures as
shown. A metal lift-off procedure is then implemented in act
620 to remove the photoresist layer.

FIG. 8 shows a number of acts directed to completing the
fabrication of the device. Multiple cross-sections are depicted
for a number of the acts. In act 622, a first device passivation
layer is deposited via, for instance, a SiN sputtering proce-
dure. Other procedures may be used, including, for instance,
PECVD, ICP, ECR-based deposition techniques. The first
device passivation layer is etched in act 624 to define further
metal layer areas. A field plate is defined via deposition of a
metal layer in act 626. A metal layer is deposited in act 628
and a second device passivation layer is deposited in act 630.

FIG. 9 shows an exemplary method of device fabrication in
accordance with an embodiment in which the etch stop
dielectric layer is patterned after being deposited on the sur-
face of the semiconductor substrate, as shown in connection
with act 900. The etch stop dielectric layer is patterned in the
active area to expose one or more portions of the active area in
which another dielectric layer, e.g., a Si;N, layer, is used to
passivate the surface. The one or more portions of the active
area are disposed over the channel of the device, e.g., between
the gate and one or both of the ohmic contacts, as described
above. A number of procedures may be implemented as part
of or before act 900, including the definition of alignment
marks.

A passivation layer including, for instance, Si;N,, is then
deposited across the active area in act 902. The passivation
layer is disposed on the remaining portions of the etch stop
dielectric layer in some areas and between such portions on
the surface of the semiconductor substrate in the exposed
areas. A number of procedures may implemented as part of
act 904, including the definition of the active area using an
implant isolation procedure as described above. The ohmic
contact areas may be defined and opened via dry and wet etch
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procedures as described above. In the example shown, both of
the ohmic contact openings fall within one of the patterned
etch stop layers. Other embodiments may have etch stop
patterns that correspond or are aligned with the openings,
and/or have one or more openings be defined without any etch
stop present. The ohmic contacts are then formed in act 906,
and may include one or more procedures configured to pre-
vent the crystallization of the etch stop layer as described
above.

The process may then continue with the definition of the
gate area in act 908 via photoresist patterning and correspond-
ing dry and wet etch procedures to remove the Si; N, layer and
the etch stop layer, respectively. A gate contact may then be
formed in the gate area in act 910. In this example, the gate
contact is a Schottky contact. In an alternative embodiment,
the etch stop layer is not removed before the gate contact is
formed. The process may include a number of other acts
similar to those described above in connection with the pre-
vious embodiment to complete the device fabrication.

FIG. 10 depicts a transistor device 150 having a gate 152
disposed in a metal-insulator gate configuration at a surface
154 of a semiconductor substrate 156. The transistor device
150 may thus be configured as a MISFET device. The tran-
sistor device 150 may have a number of components and
structures in common with the embodiment shown in FIG. 1.
For instance, the transistor device 150 includes first and sec-
ond dielectric layers 158 and 160 as selectively etched surface
passivation layers. The first and second dielectric layers 158
and 160 may be configured as described above. In this
embodiment, only the first dielectric layer 158 has an opening
162 in which the gate 152 is disposed. The second dielectric
layer 160 is disposed between the gate 152 and the surface
154 to establish the metal-insulator configuration.

The configuration of the MISFET device may vary from
the example shown in FIG. 10. For example, the second
dielectric layer 160 may be patterned to allow the first dielec-
tric layer 158 to passivate the surface 154 in one or more
portions of the active area.

Described above are GaN transistor and other devices hav-
ing a wet etchable dielectric layer that contacts the GaN or
other semiconductor substrate surface and a further dielectric
layer on top of the wet etchable dielectric layer. Gate and/or
ohmic contact areas are formed by etching both of the dielec-
tric layers. In some embodiments, the wet etchable dielectric
layer is patterned to exist in one or more portions of the active
area after etching to form the gate and/or ohmic contact areas,
such as within the vicinity of the gate and/or ohmic contact
areas. The patterning of the wet etchable dielectric layer
exposes one or more portions of the active area over the
channel such that the further dielectric layer is deposited on
the surface in such portions of the active area. Some portions
of'the active area may thus benefit from passivation by Si;N,,.
On the other hand, such portions may be limited to un-gated
regions to avoid possible gate leakage problems.

In a first aspect, a semiconductor device includes a semi-
conductor substrate configured to include a channel, a gate
supported by the semiconductor substrate to control current
flow through the channel, a first dielectric layer supported by
the semiconductor substrate and including an opening in
which the gate is disposed, and a second dielectric layer
disposed between the first dielectric layer and a surface of the
semiconductor substrate in a first area over the channel. The
second dielectric layer is patterned such that the first dielec-
tric layer is disposed on the surface of the semiconductor
substrate in a second area over the channel.

In a second aspect, a heterostructure field effect transistor
(HFET) device includes a semiconductor substrate including
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a base substrate, a Group III nitride semiconductor epitaxial
layer supported by the base substrate and configured to
include a channel, and at least one isolation region defining an
active area along a surface of the semiconductor substrate,
first and second ohmic contacts spaced from one another and
supported by the semiconductor substrate in the active area, a
gate supported by the semiconductor substrate to control
current flow through the channel between the first and second
ohmic contacts, a first dielectric layer extending between the
first and second ohmic contacts and including an opening in
which the gate is disposed to establish a Schottky junction at
the surface of the semiconductor substrate, and a second
dielectric layer disposed between the first dielectric layer and
the surface of the semiconductor substrate in a first portion of
the active area abutting the gate. The second dielectric layer is
patterned such that the first dielectric layer passivates the
surface of the semiconductor substrate in a second portion of
the active area.

In a third aspect, a method of fabricating a semiconductor
device includes defining an active area of the semiconductor
device along a surface of a semiconductor substrate, depos-
iting an etch stop dielectric layer on the surface in the active
area, patterning the etch stop dielectric layer to expose a
portion of the active area over the channel, depositing a pas-
sivation layer on the etch stop dielectric layer and on the
surface of the semiconductor substrate in the exposed portion
of'the active area, and defining a gate area by dry etching the
passivation layer.

The present invention is defined by the following claims
and their equivalents, and nothing in this section should be
taken as a limitation on those claims. Further aspects and
advantages of the invention are discussed above in conjunc-
tion with the preferred embodiments and may be later
claimed independently or in combination.

While the invention has been described above by reference
to various embodiments, it should be understood that many
changes and modifications may be made without departing
from the scope of the invention. It is therefore intended that
the foregoing detailed description be regarded as illustrative
rather than limiting, and that it be understood that it is the
following claims, including all equivalents, that are intended
to define the spirit and scope of this invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of fabricating a semiconductor device, the
method comprising:

defining an active area of the semiconductor device along a

surface of a semiconductor substrate;

depositing an etch stop dielectric layer on the surface in the

active area;

patterning the etch stop dielectric layer to expose a portion

of the active area;

depositing a passivation layer on the etch stop dielectric

layer and on the surface of the semiconductor substrate
in the exposed portion of the active area; and

defining a gate area by dry etching the passivation layer.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein:

defining the gate area comprises removing the etch stop

dielectric layer in the gate area via a wet etch; and

the method further comprises forming a Schottky contact

in the gate area.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the semiconductor
substrate includes a base substrate and first and second Group
II-nitride semiconductor layers epitaxially grown on the
base substrate.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the passivation layer
comprises low pressure chemical vapor deposition (LPCVD)
silicon nitride.
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5. The method of claim 1, wherein the etch stop dielectric
layer comprises aluminum oxide.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the etch stop dielectric
layer comprises a material having an etch selectivity to block
an etchant of the passivation layer from reaching the surface
of the semiconductor substrate, the etchant being used in
defining the gate area.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the exposed portion is
disposed between the gate area and an area in which the
passivation layer is deposited on the etch stop dielectric layer.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the gate area abuts an
area in which the passivation layer is deposited on the etch
stop dielectric layer.

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

removing the passivation layer via a dry etch in respective

areas for first and second ohmic contacts;

removing the etch stop dielectric layer in the respective

areas for the first and second ohmic contacts via a wet
etch; and

forming the first and second ohmic contacts in the respec-

tive areas.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein patterning the etch stop
dielectric layer is implemented before removing the passiva-
tion layer via the dry etch.

11. The method of claim 9, wherein defining the gate area
is implemented after forming the first and second ohmic
contacts.

12. A method of fabricating a semiconductor device, the
method comprising:

defining an active area of the semiconductor device along a

surface of a semiconductor substrate;

depositing an etch stop dielectric layer on the surface in the

active area;

patterning the etch stop dielectric layer to expose a portion

of the active area;

depositing a passivation layer on the etch stop dielectric

layer and on the surface of the semiconductor substrate
in the exposed portion of the active area;
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defining ohmic contact areas via a dry etch to remove the
passivation layer and via a wet etch to remove the etch
stop dielectric layer;

forming ohmic contacts in the ohmic contact areas; and

defining a gate area by dry etching the passivation layer.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein:

defining the gate area comprises removing the etch stop

dielectric layer in the gate area via a further wet etch; and
the method further comprises forming a Schottky contact
in the gate area.

14. The method of claim 12, further comprising forming a
gate on the etch stop dielectric layer in the gate area.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the etch stop dielec-
tric layer terminates beyond an overhang of the gate in the
gate area.

16. The method of claim 12, wherein:

the semiconductor substrate includes a base substrate and

first and second Group I1I-nitride semiconductor layers
epitaxially grown on the base substrate;

the passivation layer comprises low pressure chemical

vapor deposition (LPCVD) silicon nitride; and

the etch stop dielectric layer comprises aluminum oxide.

17. The method of claim 12, wherein the second dielectric
layer comprises a material having an etch selectivity to block
an etchant of the passivation layer from reaching the surface
of the semiconductor substrate, the etchant being used in
defining the ohmic contact areas and in defining the gate area.

18. The method of claim 12, wherein the exposed portion is
disposed between the gate area and an area in which the
passivation layer is deposited on the etch stop dielectric layer.

19. The method of claim 12, wherein the gate area abuts an
area in which the passivation layer is deposited on the etch
stop dielectric layer.

20. The method of claim 12, wherein the etch stop dielec-
tric layer does not abut the ohmic contacts.
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